I. Tutorials must take their shape from where the writer "is" in the composing process. The tutor's job is to find that place, then react accordingly. II. The best tutorials are those which lead/encourage/prompt the writer to engage in or reflect on composing. III. If you want to teach other people how to tutor, do tutoring yourself-before, during, and after the course.
Number I and II need some explanation. The reason I talk about "location" in composing instead of asking simply "What does the writer want to do?" is that the two are often not the same thing, or even at loggerheads. Writers will be trying to "make an outline" when they haven't any items to outline. Or they'll be editing a draft for spelling and punctuation errors when it has no clear purpose or no discernible structure. In other words, what they want to do doesn't account for where they are. A good tutor has to bring the two-the location and the intention--closer together.
I offer my tutors the following list of kinds of tutorials to help them think about composing "locations," with warnings that composing is not a neat linear process, and that "locations" can be pretty idiosyncratic:
Invention/Discovery: The writer is fishing around for ideas, or a persona, or a conception of audience, or some idea about form. May take place at any time during the composition of a piece, though academic writers work hardest at it at the beginning.
During Writing:
The writer is actually drafting. Often a tutor has nothing to contribute. It is possible to collaborate given really solid rapport.
Revising:
The writer and tutor agree that text is a changeable draft. Tutor's job is to provide writer with a "view" of the text emphasizing areas the writer has specific concerns about.
Editing:
Writer sees draft as complete except for proofreading. Tutor's job to help writer find, record, and correct surface feature errors. Writer must be held progressively responsible for the work in these conferences. Evaluation:
Writer sees draft as complete, wants tutor's "grade" estimate. In most writing centers, such conferences are forbidden, and steered toward meta-conferences. Meta-conference: Discussion shifts to a "higher" plane, addressing the writing process in general. Often takes place in the face of an unsuccessful paper: "I don't understand how I could get a 'D'!" Tutor's job is to lead the writer in reflections on the composing process, and to suggest alternatives, ways of changing. Principle II argues that the best tutorials lead/encourage/prompt the writer to engage in composing, or, in the meta-conference, to reflect on it. Success in tutoring, then, will not necessarily be found in immediate improvement of particular texts. Tutors-and writers-need to be trained to see individual pieces of writing as points on a continuum. The tutor's primary responsibility is to influence the process that generates each piece of writing on that continuum. As often as not, such influence will produce improvements in individual texts, but this need not be the case. Growth in writing, we all seem to acknowledge, requires risk taking and failure; changes in composing habits or processes-the use of freewriting, say, or of sentences long enough to include semi-colons-are bound to produce awkwardness before grace.
The training regimen that grows out of these principles follows two slowly merging lines of inquiry. Prospective tutors learn, on the one hand, to deal with the social situation of tutoring: how to behave in this very distinctive face-to-face interaction. At the same time, they learn about the composing process-through introspection at first, and then from the theoretical and practical accounts of other writers, teachers, and researchers. As the course progresses, these two lines combine to produce a well-versed novice tutor who has twenty or more hours of practice in tutoring along with about twenty hours of real tutoring. Such people are then ready for full-time (up to ten hours per week) positions in the writing center.
There is no need here for me to fill in all the details of this course, but I would like to highlight a few of its essential features. I rely most heavily on five tactics to introduce the tutorial situation: demonstration role playing (where I play the tutee and the tutors play themselves); tutor role playing (where the tutors take turns playing the tutee, usually with preparations made before class); videotapes of other people in tutorial situations (and, later in the course, tapes of the tutors themselves); observation of live tuto-rials; and my anecdotal accounts of tutoring experiences. Of the five, the demonstration role playing, though seemingly simple, is the most powerful. One class member volunteers to be the tutor; the rest observe and take notes. I leave the room to "become" a student with a writing situation, often making some minor wardrobe change (donning a T-shirt, removing coat and tie) to enhance the illusion, then return for a fifteen-minute session. This procedure evokes the feel as well as the idea of tutoring: the sweaty palms, the dry mouth, the halting verbal explorations. It also offers me, as "tutee," some control over the range of situations the class is exposed to as we repeat the procedure 30 or more times over the term. This is the kind of teaching that prompts me to include Principle #3 above: it requires a knowledge of tutoring and tutee behavior that comes only with hundreds of tutorial hours.
To set my prospective tutors exploring the composing process, I ask them to write two papers before I allow them to read anything: "My History as a Writer" and "How I Write." Later they will read in a number of sources (see the sample bibliography at the end of this essay), but these two papers are crucial: they provide a vivid, humbling sense of the complexity of writing. To make sure that the humility sinks in and lasts, these papers get shared in class, so everyone hears things like this:
Writing is not a normal activity for me. My behavior changes when I write. I sweat. I build up intense energy which makes me unpleasant to be around. An experience that is similar is when I played an oboe in high school. In order to support a good tone an oboe player needs to have a large reserve of air which never gets used. I always had to exhale before I brought in more air to continue playing. This describes my energy level when I write. I have so much which I never use, but it has to be there. Sometimes I almost get speedy. When my mind gets exhausted and I can't write anymore all that energy will still be there. Then I have to drink alcohol, or do yoga, or run, or take an aspirin to be able to relax. Without these papers, frankly, the later readings would be quite useless. Unfortunately, the other circumstance is the one that makes gaining tutorial experience so painful-the absence of immediate feedback:
Another disadvantage, and perhaps one you don't anticipate, is that often, more often than not I'd say, you get no feedback. You don't see the final draft or even the rough draft, you don't find out if their grades have improved or if they got into graduate school, and, most importantly, you don't know how their composing process has been affected. Such is to be expected of one-time only drop-ins. It's more frustrating when you have spent a good deal of time with a student only to have her suddenly drop out of sight.
The problem for this tutor, as for most others, is that she is looking for signs of her success in the wrong places. What she needed to learn-what tutors who survive learn-was to measure her effectiveness against different and more accessible criteria: the amount of writer talk they prompt; the level of engagement with the writing task that they promote; the ability they develop in a tutee to articulate a new strategy. The less immediate responses help, of course. We all need return visitors, the occasional vast or dramatic improvement, or the C writer who stops by to report a hard-earned B. But these are not sustenance enough for the long haul. Improvement for these tutors in training, then, comes hard and unevenly. There are observable areas where everyone must improve (to pass the course): establishing proper seating arrangements; keeping paper and pencil under the writer's control; learning to ask questions rather than making assumptions or judgments. The better learners show more advanced abilities: they can determine the writer's location and initiate a tutorial strategy inside five minutes; they can tolerate useful silences up to three minutes; they reduce their share of the conference talk close to the 50% ideal I set for them. They are still novices, but they have been properly conditioned. This is not to say, of course, that the world is entirely ready for them. They are, in a sense, converts, and like all converts will face a world of the unconverted, the heathen-in this case, tutees and faculty members who think of tutoring the wrong way: as an orderly, tutor-directed, content-based teaching/learning experience that will get rid of spelling errors and comma splices. These people will assume that writing center tutors have been drilled in the "rules" of writing: usage, mechanics, documentation, outlining--or, as most of them will put it, "grammar." Maybe the word "tutoring" is to blame, conjuring up, in the American mind, images of after-school drills on fractions and Civil War battles, the pig-tailed girl in horn-rimmed glasses prepping the football player for the midterm.
Whatever its sources, this misconception is insidious, especially since it is one most of the tutors shared at the beginning of the course. Hence all the emphasis during the term on writers and composing, and the lack of emphasis on training in the study of flawed texts: identifying breakdowns, learning a terminology for naming and a "remedial" system for dealing with textual errors. Expertise of this latter kind can be a nice thing; I won't pretend that a tutor can never be a useful resource. And all the tutors are fluent enough readers to locate where they get lost in a text, and have enough background to struggle, with the writer, towards new formulations.
But writing tutors are not text editors whose job is to "repair" writing; they are listeners and readers trained to offer responses that keep writers moving. I offer them another "bumper sticker," a kind of incantation to hold on to in the face of temptation: our job is to produce better writers, not just better There are plenty of precedents for such studies. The hitch, of course, is that they must be designed to get beyond what tutors will tell us they do. Writing centers and tutoring in writing are widely enough misunderstood
